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Care and Weeding of Internation al
Agricultural Communications
Allan Deutsch and C hr istie Anderson

Eight years ago a gleam in the eye of an Oregon State Un iversity agronomist found life when t he Unive rsity establ ished the Inte rnational Plant
Protection Cente r (I PPC). The idea was visionary: create a ce nter of
excell ence fo r all disciplines re lated 10 crop (plant) protect ion. Howeve r,
unforseen problems in te rvened, restricting the effort to a small group
carrying out an internat ional program sole ly foc used on weed research and:
technology.
One of the major objecti ves envisioned for iPPC centered on obtaining
and disseminating re levant weed-related information to recipients in the
world 's developing countries. (ppe was c harged with a pivotal role
through providing informat ion. e ither from its own re so urces or-more
ofte n-from numerous sou rces the Ce nte r contacted . Service was to be the
key descriptor.
At thi s junc ture there logicall y should be reference 10 deve lopment of a
carefully thought ou t pla n for an effective informat ion program that would
be , as they say in certain circl es, impl emented . That type of fanta sy is
reserved for report writing. In real it y, IP PC' s informat ion program evolved
into four bas ic elements wit h only a rough idea of .direction plus the
aforemen tioned general serv ice conce pt. The four are about as unique as
dirt. That 's probabl y one reason why they've been well rece ived.
That gleam ing-eyed agronomist cou rting visions ofa worldwide info rmation network got in the first lick: "Start a news letter," he said , and the
[P PC Inroletter was born . T he newslette r was des igned 10 be a multi -panel,
self-ma iler. Its first iss ue rolled off the press wi th two panels reve rsed so
that it had to be read fro m inside to outside. Not an auspic ious start.
Besides a newslette r, [PPC embarked on publication and distribution of
tec hnical publications , much late r organized a reprint se ries, and lastly
established a special ized libra ry or repository of tech nical inform ation
related to weed tec hnology .
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Underlying the need to phys ically shape the informat ion program the re
lurked some philosophical questions . For ins tance , how cou ld the language
challenge of reaching a worldwide readers hip be resolved? How technical
should mate rial be when directed toward a dive rse audience ·includ ing botti
intern ationall y prominent au thorities with all sorts of degrees fl oating
before and after their names a nd no n-degrced tec hnical fo lk who like their
information in two-syllable words a nd short sen tences? How could a
miniscule staff cope wi th the logistics of periodic mass ma ili ngs while
a void ing the impersonality of the computer? Again , the resolution of these
a nd other problems e volved piece-meal.
The maner Qf language-w hich , and at what level of soph isticationbore most directly on Infolener , but inevitably infl uenced every as pect of
the co mmun ication s program. It would have been attracti ve to publish
Infolette r in , say Spa ni sh and Frenc h edit ions as we ll as English. Earl y on
[ppe had to reconc ile itself to the obvious. A small , Engli sh-spea ki ng staff
with lim ited financial reso urces simply could n' t ho pe to em ulate FAO or
some other multi-national be hemoth. Engl ish would be the basic language
with a occ asional Span ish or French ite m included as feas ibl e.
The a pproach seems to have been fairly effecti ve as many peopl e around
the world who may not feel comfortable attempting to speak other than
their mothe r tongue ma nage to extract the informat ion they need from
commu nications printed in English.
There was a mpl e justi ficat ion fo r lau nc hing a newsletter. Re peated oral
and writte n commun icat ions corroborated that technical information
sources te nded 10 be scanty at best in ma ny less deve lo ped countries,
leavi ng resea rc h worke rs, educators, and others with a sense of be ing "c ut
off ' or " out of to uch " with current developme nts in weed technology (in
th is case). Infoletter took aim on this syndrome by atte mpt ing to establi sh a
curre nt communication link that would kee p a c hunk of the world weed
researc h com munity in touch wit h today .
Ed itorial cont ent was consciously slanted toward hitt ing as many items
of interest as possible with brief blurbs a nd avoiding in-de pth treatmen t.
Whenever possible, a contact name and fu ll a ddress was pro vided so that
readers could self-select items of interest to pursue for further deta ils .
The tone of editorial content aimed fo r a rather indefi nable mid-ground in
terms of technical jargo n and mult i-syllable OJ·alion. That seems to have
ne ither ins ulted the highly ed ucated professionals nor overwhelmed the
nov ices.
After the in itial fi asco of misplaced pane ls, Infoletter's format began to
assume a funct ional shape. T he guid ing c redo was that effort e xpended on
design and layout to avoid t he all-too-prevalent dull news lette r would help
the information to be received. (Recall that the theory of commu nicating
rests on the sending (/nd receiv ing of a message.) Paperstock was selected
on the basis of being an att ractive and dist inct ive color yielding good ink
holdout and having sufficie nt body to serve as a self-ma iler. The press
https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol61/iss1/2
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available to I Ppe imposed limits on the size of Infolette r. Using a larger
press would ha ve increased both printing costs a nd lead time.
Unfolded blank s heets we re mass pre-printed with a seco nd color
(mast head, return address , and indicia) then stored and used as needed for
eac h issue. A small number of white sheets was included in the firs t
pre-prin t run to be used as dummy layout form s.
)P PC staff edits, lays-out , and distributes Infoletter five ti mes a year ,
while the OSU print ing departme nt handles ty pesett ing, stripping , offset
pri nt ing, and foldi ng. Art work is eit her generated in-house or provided by
outside sources (read: swiped).
An in itial contact li st of 100 names scra ped toget her by (pre staff in the
early days has grown into a mailing list of ove r 4,000 recipients scattered
among some 120 nations and te rritories. Participant lists from national and
international weed-re lated sym pos ia and conferences have been polled
lI sing a generalized fo rm lette r a nd a sample copy of (nfo lette r. Those
respond ing affirmative ly were added to the mailing list , as we re the many
unsolic ited " word of mouth " requests.
Seve ral years of operation inevit ably lead to deadwood on the mailing list
and the inevitable pruning and purgi ng. (P PC has used a fo rm leit er carrying the rec ipient's address label on a tear-off-and-rcturn portion. Rec ipien ts thus co uld acknowledge a desire to continue receiving Infol etter,
could c hange or correct their listed addresses, or could ignore thc message
and quietly drop off the list.
Mailing labels for each In foletter issue we re typed indi vidually when the
newsletter began. Of course, that me thod was dropped like a hot potato as
the nu mber of recipients escalated. The semi-automated sys tem adopted
involves using sheets of self-adhe sive labels for a mastcr li st and photocopying these onlO othe r sheets of labels which are then used for each
mail ing.
Flexib ility and direct control c haracterize the system. Labe ls can be
re moved or changed read ily right up to the hour of mailing. The label itself
can be typed (once) on any typewriter thus eliminat ing reliance on a
computer driven chain printe r which , at OSU , offered only uppe r case
leite rs. Mixed upper and lower case letters produce a more readable label
and I Ppe needs all the help it ca n get for insuring delivery by surface mail to
distan t locat ions. T he self-adhesivc label, being more te nacious than a
glued labe l, is advantageou s for remain ing affixed during three to six
mont hs in a mail sack subjected to every imaginable abusive climate and
ha ndling torture.
(ppe maintains its master (label) list by country and alphabetically
withi n country. A second fil e contains all recipients in alphabetical order.
T he combi ned files provide a useful resource for IPPC staff and a method
for kee ping recipients from getting lost or being duplicated. A system for
alphabetizing names-deciding on which na me or clement wo uld be the
basis-had to be adopted a nd rigoro usly adhered to.
JANUARY-MARCH
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IPPC absorbs all costs for InfoleHer through a contract with the U.S.
Agency fo r International Developme nt. A free newslette r has advantages
as a ny cost immediately places a publication beyond reac h for a mult it ude
of recipie nts in less developed countries, Infoletter's precise target a udience. The poss ible negat ive aspect of bei ng gratis involves requestors with
marginal interest ask ing to be placed on the mail ing list. But Infoletter is not
a commercial ve ntu re faced wi th hav ing to show a certai n perce ntage of
return . Ea rl y on IPPC leadership opted for leani ng over backward s to
incl ude all who might wish to receive (nfoletter , no matte r how li mited their
involvement with weed control tech nology,
Technical publ ications related to weed sc ience and supported by I PPC
have been produced abroad as well as in Orego n, but primarily distributed
from Oregon. T hat put IPPC in the boo kse ll ing bu siness wit h a n out-ofthe-ordinary wrinkle or two. T he Center es tablished a policy for prov idi ng
free copies of publ ications to governmental, educat ional, or othe r noncommercial requestors in developi ng countries. Other requestors were
charged a nominal fee. The funds gene ra ted were returned to a publicat ions
accoun t to und erwrite fu ture tit les .
The obvious difficulty surfaced immed iately. Who did, or did not, qual ify
for free copies? Again, a profit-orie nted ve nture wo uld not have had the
latitude nor the serv ice orientation, probably, that IP PC does. The solution
for dec iding on grat is copy eligibility developed through use of an order
form that allows the reques tor himself to make the dec ision bet ween paying
or not. Rarely does IPPC quibble with the dec ision. The honor system still
has merit.
It was necessary to deve lop a total book handling and dist ribution system
replete with accounts, in voices, ove rdue payme nt lene rs, wrapping and
mailing facil ities, plus a runni ng inve ntory. T he syste m has the capab ility to
efficiently handle the hundreds of orders IPPC receives (over 1,000 in
1976), bu t onl y if ope rated by motivated, interested personnel. T he Center
st rives fo r prompt turn around and usuall y manages to process and ship
orders wit hi n two days of receipt. Rec ipients seem to a ppreciate that
serv ice.
A more recent facet of the IPPC commun icat ion effort surfaced when
staff observed that many of the dozens of periodicals worldwide that are
concerned with various aspec ts of weed technology relied on paid subscri ptions, or had lim ited numerical or geograph ical distribution. Both fac ts
imposed distributional limi tat ions on ma ny an ilT!portant article. I PPC had
the funds and faci lities available to do somet hing about it, and thus established a paper reprint se ries.
The Center reprint s se lected articles and distributes copies witho ut cost
to requestors (anywhe re). Re pri nts have dealt with a variety of weed
technology topics. One pa rtic ularly outstand ing ti tle-with restricted
circulation-was re prin ted in its English, Spanish and French ve rsions.
(nroletter carries announcements or new titles in the series.
https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol61/iss1/2
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The weed science library of publicat ions, art icles , and other materials
that has take n shape at IPPC serves the usual valuable function of a ny data
collection. There is not hing ex traordinary about it. Howeve r, the library
provides a usefu l resource for supporting , and increasing rhe utility of, the
overall IPPC communicat ions progra m, of which it is an integral part.
The bottom line for almost any program concerns it s effect iveness and
success, or lack thereof. Assessment criteria can be illu sive or vague; for
IP PC , fe ed back has bee n both indi rect and direc t. Infol etter a ppears to
have gained acceptance , though how many recipie nts would c ritici ze a
freebie? It earned a n award in the las t three eve n year AAACE C& A
programs. Judge 's comments a nd scores ra nged from "excellent-IOO" by a
professional on the staff of a major U.S. landgrant uni versity , to . 'terrible50" by a regional editor for a U.S. farm magaz.i ne thai feat ure s ad s for
hemorrhoid cures.
T he more important verdict fro m abroad has less defin ition but more
unanimity . No one has as ked to be removed from the mailing list on the
basis of shortcomings or e rro rs. Publications a nd eq uipme nt menti oned in
Infoletter co nt inue to elicit strong intere st judging from the volume of
response. Several short articles print ed in the newsletter have been lifted
and used by other international publications , in so me cases without so
much as di sturbi ng a comma.
The stack of thank-you letters IPPC has accumulated adds encourageme nt. Many represent since re fee ling expressed in less-tha n-perfect Engli sh. Fro m Braz.i1, a typical exam ple: .. , thank you very much by sending
every edition of Infoletler. Just because I don' t want to miss any issue , I
wo uld like to give you my new add ress." Another, from the Philippines,
e nded by urging , " More powe r to your office ."
International commu nications programs entail unique challe nges, but
also ge ne rate unique rewards.
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